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Ces visages en noir et blanc racontent l’évolution du Canal de l’Ourcq
qui change de visage.
Le visage est une politique.[4]
Fig. 1. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.[5]
This essay takes the strands of aesthetics, politics and affect to examine the interrelation
between street art and urban renewal in re-making ‘place’ in the Paris banlieues. If recent
French policies of decentralization and urban ‘renewal’ or ‘renovation’  present
opportunities to rethink the affective terrains defining the banlieues’ relationship to the
capital, they also present the need to resituate cultural production within the context of
the territorial disturbance of suburban renewal. In this exploratory piece, I want to look
[3]
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at one aesthetic ‘refrain’[7] in particular – the human face in the ‘photograff’ (a
photographic form of street art, a linguistic blend of ‘photograph’ and ‘graffiti’) – to
suggest how the face in the urban environment invites an affective approach to
considering the spatialities emergent at the edge of the intra muros city. It is the affective
interrelation between the human face in street art and spatialities of renewal in
suburban Paris that is at the heart of this discussion, where spatiality is understood to
mean the relatively grounded and constructed series of socionatural processes in which
humans participate and which, mutually, shape what happens in space. The affective
relation that ensues from the encounter with the human face, postered and pasted onto
the walls of a suburb undergoing renewal and within the greater context of the Inside
Out project, brings into view a moving interaction of urban artefacts, histories and
aesthetic sensibilities – what Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari will term ‘la ritournelle’, the
refrain – which, while these may anchor the ‘virtual synesthetic perspectives’ that
constitute affect, at the same time, open onto a myriad of potential encounters between
people in public; or, better, they open onto a politics.[8]
Street art, as a flourishing aesthetic form engaged in the production of global urban
spatialities, is a particularly suitable object through which to study the affective politics
which the street photograph of the human face produces. By virtue of this art form’s
haptic reliance on the grain of the urban environment (its material substratum) and for
its exposure to the flitting temporalities of city life and urban bodies, it brings into view
the ‘micropolitical events of everyday life’.[9] Moreover, the transitory nature of art in the
street, as well as its reliance on the material intensities of that street – from weather, to
traffic, to human intervention, to architecture – invites contextually resonant
explorations of the particular faces which are given to view in the suburbs, and the
situatedness or, micro, ‘molecular’ tendencies of the objects and subjects involved. To
put this another way, rather than asking what it is the face says or what it expresses, we
are concerned here with what a face does, with how it reaches away from itself to enact
an affective relationship with the time-space of its viewing.[10]
In what follows I read the politics of suburban renewal as a politics of the face, leaning on
Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptual nexus of visagéité, or ‘faciality’,[11] to explore the
politico-aesethetic implications of renewal as an organization of sensible, embodied
experience in the suburb of Pantin, a town on the eastern edge of intra muros Paris in
the département of Seine-Saint-Denis. Surveying renewal as a procedure engaged in
reworking the ‘face’ of the suburbs, the architectural renovation and cultural
rehabilitation carried out by local government and state bodies in Pantin is read here as
a suite of ‘facializing’ affects – where, in Deleuzian terms, the face, conceived as ‘la
machine abstraite de visagéité’, characterizes systemic mechanisms of control.[12] In the
French context, the identity politics of the suburban face can be read in relation to
Giorgio Agamben’s notion of ‘identity without the person’, wherein the photograph
defines the person within a set of circumscribed traits that transubstantiate subject to
object.[13] I discuss Agamben’s ‘knowledge effect’ more concretely in relation to the
contemporary body politics of French Republicanism and its concern with cultural
cohesion and citoyenneté as social instrument.[14] In a second movement, the essay
2/25
explores the agonism at stake in art’s participation in renewing the suburban face.
Specifically, it examines the spatial politics of faces in the context of a street art project,
‘L’Ourcq Mon Amour’, part of JR’s larger Inside Out project, which formed part of the
2013 summer cultural programme, ‘L’été du canal, festival de l’Ourcq’; an annual series of
events managed by the Comité Départemental du Tourisme, Seine-Saint-Denis.[15] I
want to point to how the politics of street art is peculiarly tangled in the shifting affective
intensities in which it enmeshes the viewer, a weave to be disentangled here in terms of
the affective temporalities of ‘before and after the caption’, or before and after the face
is grounded in the textual milieu of its contextual frame.[16]
Facial Affect
Before turning to the more concrete dimensions of renewal and street art, it is worth
engaging with Deleuze and Guattari’s faces to sketch the relations between the affective
event’s beginning as ‘powerful indetermination’ (‘before the caption’), and what Guattari
calls the ‘logic of affects’ set into motion by ‘refrains’ that fold this indistinct ‘molecular
rupture’ in signification back into some sort of order, cycling back through the mobile
range of ambiguities of an initial encounter to produce ‘existential Territories’.[17] The
authors’ transcendental empiricist concept of ‘faciality’ provides hints for
experimentation with spatiality as a politics of aesthetic affect, wherein the ‘face’
becomes the threshold organizing material systems and distributing power relations. In
this conceptualization, the face enables a process of over-coding and, moving through
successive stages of deterritorialization and reterritorialization, enters the bind of
‘signifiance et subjectivation’, whereby the face is produced as a set of traits (‘mur blanc-
trou noir’) instrumental in these power mechanisms.[18] Additionally, this power
mechanism transfers to the face a twinned concept of ‘paysage’, marshalled as its
concomitant territorializing mode. The ‘visage-paysage’ set[19] is mobilized here for how
it permits an understanding of the ‘softer’ modalities of renewal; renewal’s affective,
aesthetic registers that operate through the material objects of the portrait photograph
and the re-faced suburban landscape.[20] In this way, Deleuze and Guattari’s conceptual
constellations open a way to understanding renewal in terms of an aesthetico-affective
‘topos-face’, a de-regulated flow of ideas, matter and actions through which the
epistemologies and ontologies of urban bodies emerge.
The key interest here is, however, not only how the face produces or reproduces a
certain ‘Politics’ in the sense of some Lacanian Master Signifier.[21] If the face is a politics,
then, Deleuze and Guattari suggest, dismantling the face is also a politics. In the context
of the face in the photograph we might argue, along with Jenny Edkins, that the faciality
of the subjectifying regime is fundamentally disturbed. For Edkins, in the photographic
portrait the peculiar relationship between presence and absence interrupts the
transmission of any transparent notion of personhood between viewer and viewed. She
asks whether the portrait photograph is not always to some extent ‘an exemplary
instance of dismantling the face, rendering it precarious?’[22] But where Edkins deals
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with persons quite tangibly absent – the missing, the dead or those exposed to mortal
danger – the faces discussed here are those absented from view in quite another way; as
inhabitants of the ‘badlands of the Republic’.[23]
There is, furthermore, a distinct ‘before and after’ moment in the affective
‘transpositions’[24] of the faces discussed here: the moment ‘before and after the
caption’. This is to say that before we read the information pertaining to the exhibition
we are engaged in a different affective relationship with the face in the street
photograph.[25] I suggest, then, that an affective politics is already established between
the viewer and the viewed prior to any information or insertion into narrative. And in
coming to affect as a prior moment, we begin to perceive the potential for the face of the
photograph to speak a language of anonymous, but no less political, engagement with
the notion of personhood in the banlieues.[26] In what follows I treat of these two
moments of affect in order to valorise the distinctive tension that informs our experience
of walking through these gradually gentrifying suburbs. In a way, the political moment
opened out in affect, prior to being brought to ground in any singular way, as any unitary
‘message’, operates as an affective process of engagement and reappraisal, walking,
looking and re-looking that mobilizes alternative positions from which to interpret the
work’s ‘rhizome of refrains’.[27] Clarifying these positions through a response to the face
in the ‘photograff’, I want to draw attention to the interpretive mobility of the
photograph, and to the ‘subjective pluralism’[28] mobilized by paying attention to ‘the
infinity of little affective powers available to everyday life.’[29]
Affective Territories, Faces before Captions
Walking along the Canal de l’Ourcq on a July evening, and more than usually prone to the
effects of the hot sun and sticky Paris pavements, due to my pregnancy, this urban
walker goes in search of relief in the air-conditioned auditoriums of the MK2 cinema at
Bassin de la Villette. Before reaching my destination however I spot on the walls of the
refurbished La Rotunde café a poster at odds with the gloss and polish of the cinema’s
billboards. It is the face that smiles first. My eyes make contact with those of a woman
photographed in black and white and pasted in a poster onto the walls of the trendy
café. The poster is of an ordinary woman, smiling across from the café wall. And, then,
she is not alone – already the conflation of face and person – there are other faces, other
eyes and smiles. Others almost monumental and occupying an entire wall, ethnic others
– White, Black, Asian –, male and female, fixed but not still, posed but not ‘posey’,
certainly not composed; these are faces in animation. This walker sets off under the sun
to follow the faces.
The ordinary face in urban public space is normally a fleeting impression, as people
move past us, we habitually avoid or do not happen upon eye contact,[30] remaining in
the comfortable ‘private-public’[31] anonymity which urban living affords.[32] Here,
however, we are drawn, indeed called upon, to stop and look, a stopping facilitated by
the posters’ size, their serial arrangement, and their contrast with the smooth Rotunda
walls, the iron structures of Parc de la Villette and the concrete blankness of overhead
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bridges. More than this, however, what makes these images so compelling seems to be
the full-frontedness of the human face and its black-and-white disembodiment floating
still in the flow of urban activity; it is the face-to-face encounter that stops walkers in
their tracks. Jill Bennett has argued that ‘art works through the production of sensation
or feeling – and importantly through a bodily response.’[33] Art activates sensation. In
this scenario, it is less what art is about, and more what art does, what it can do. So, what
can the face do?
Fig. 2. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
The first affect is a returned smile, these faces make one smile; beaming, they invite
reciprocation. Afterwards, they draw into awareness an emergent sense of curiosity, of
half-formed questions: who are these people, why are these posters here, what are they
doing? The face draws us in and out. In ebbs and flows, the face demands our attention,
returns us to ourselves, and then wills us outwards again, for a second look. In this pre-
discursive mode there is the imminent realization of inscrutability: I am not in any
dominant position, gazing freely in knowledge and without riposte.[34] Rather, it is I who
am left lacking – in knowledge, in live reciprocation: there is the smile but, while it
prompts response, it does not return to me with another inflection. Furthermore, the
face in the photograph is larger than life. If there is a ‘dominant’ involved it might be here
– in scale – in the face looking over and above me, but its accessibility refutes this
dialectic too. I can tear, draw on, intervene in this face. Dismantle it. It is vulnerable and…
smiling. There is nothing left for me to do but look elsewhere, look at what they look at
perhaps? Drawn outwards again, these faces’ resonance is perhaps elsewhere, not with
the immediate viewer necessarily, but with the publicness of their position, with their
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surroundings. Perhaps the face in the photograph deterritorializes the viewer’s position
in the space where they find themselves. Smiling here. Pasted here. What is ‘here’, then?
More concretely again, why this canal, and – as we follow the trail of faces, past Parc de la
Villette, under the périphérique and into neighbouring Pantin – what is happening here?
Fig. 3. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
In this public space of the Canal de l’Ourcq, the refurbished buildings, Chanel
headquarters, and new bank housed in the recently renovated former Grands Moulins
de Pantin, stand adjacent with the industrial ruins that await restoration, graffiti-
smothered walls and construction sites, bordered by placards announcing the imminent
arrival of new apartment blocks. The faces end in a series posted onto the monumental
ruined walls of the buildings of the former Chambre de Commerce et d’Industrie de Paris
in the Pantin Basin. This ‘here’, then, is a space in transition, a space of ‘renewal’. So we
might conclude that after ‘who’ there is ‘what’: the fact of the face. There is the face
‘before the caption’, before the setting into motion of the caption’s particular contextual
rhythm of capture. We might rephrase this for Deleuze and Guattari as the emergence of
the territory through the face as mark, as refrain. The faces here are removed from their
ordinariness to a certain extent, or rather their ordinariness is made special by its re-
presentation. The awareness of an artistic and sometimes amateur hand intervening in
the urban space suggests an emergent force behind the wall. And in the moment ‘before
the caption’ its intensities set into motion an alternative dynamics of the spatial and
subjective codes that have been the defining socio-cultural chorus of the banlieue’s
songlines. It is now that other ordinary faces, unseen, appear in the mind’s eye, the
passing of each smiling face opening resonances elsewhere, the signs coming into view –
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‘Seine-Saint-Denis’, ‘Pantin’ – and there is the hope that these black-and-white faces
evoke a re-humanization of an area that has been so much dehumanized. A hope
conditional upon this exhibition’s interruption of other demonizing, de-facing refrains –
media refrains, governmental marks – of the banlieues as faceless, as ‘part without
part’.[35] And the barely formed question as I start the walk back home: does art help
reconstitute the fabric of civic life?
Fig. 4. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
Ritournelle: Deviant Bodies
In thinking about art in situ we are encouraged, then, towards a consideration of ‘the
angle of our arrival’.[36] Towards a way of seeing that acknowledges the multi-faceted
and diversely constituted space-time of the city as it exists and has existed within our
arena of perception, but more than this, towards a consideration of ourselves as viewers
in a larger, mutually configured, urban assemblage. We are encouraged to view not only
for ourselves, but also from outside ourselves, a position configured all the more by this
exhibition’s deployment of the photographed person’s outward look. These faces – with
their exposure to, empathy and haptic intimacy with the ephemeral flows of the city’s
everyday life – help bring in view the messy lines between social reality and social
code.[37] They set into motion a spatiality of affect; perhaps even draw into tangible
resonance for the viewer the ‘real fantasy’ of social life.[38]
At a fundamental level, urban renewal – whether cultural or architectural – is based on
an understanding of the city as an emotional territory, wherein the creation of new
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spaces or the refurbishment of old ones aims at engaging the individual or group in a
particular affective relationship with renewed surroundings.[39] As Nigel Thrift sees it,
‘Increasingly, urban spaces and times are being designed to invoke affective response
according to practical and theoretical knowledges that have been derived from and
coded by a host of sources.’[40] The moment ‘before the caption’ thus emerges against a
visuality that has been at work in the governmental and mediatized construction of the
banlieues in terms of the Chiraquien imaginary of la fracture sociale and both the Left’s
and Right’s understanding of the banlieues as zones apart, separate spaces designated by
the emotionally evocative term zone sensible (with ‘sensitive’ operating on the valencies of
‘tender’, ‘sore’, as well as ‘volatile’ and ‘easily moved’) or, for urban renewal procedures,
zones urbaines prioritaires (where ‘priority’ suggests urgency and the necessity of
immediate attention).
In place since the late 1990s and given legal status with the 2003 so-called ‘loi Borloo’,
renewal can be located in the oppositional discursive mechanism within which the
‘unrenewed’ banlieue space is still largely understood. The last decade in particular has
seen emerge a discourse of urban renewal which speaks to official needs to reclaim and
reorder these spaces in response to the rise globally of the cultural economy, the
adoption of a sustainability agenda and, on a national level, the necessity to maintain the
identitarian coherence central to French Republicanism’s faciality of the citizen. Engaging
critically with the emotive refrains of these territories, the affective capture of the
banlieues as deviation can be seen as constituent in the renewal agenda and its careful
re-designing of the suburban face. Furthermore, the capture of the banlieues as deviant
terrain is manifest in a certain regime of corporeality designated as outside the bounds
of the normative republican body.[42] During the riots of 2005, in the photographs
illustrating news reports both in France and abroad, burning cars and fire-lit streets
seemed the inevitable backdrop to the mainstream portrayal of these incidents, the
‘rioting body’,[43] often shown in silhouette, with facial features obscured or hooded or
entirely invisible, being constructed as a spectacular, excessive body incarnating threat
through its active, agitated state.[44] However, hooded or masked, the deliberate
dismantling of the face by the rioters themselves can be read as a mode that resists
capture, expressive of a generalized fear of the ‘surveillance society’, but also perhaps of
a certain resistance to the faciality imminent in the power apparatus of the neoliberal
Republic and its dependence on ‘mass individuation, social differentiation, and
intensified security’ for control.[45] As much as the face of the citizen, therefore, the
republican machine might be said to rely precisely upon the facelessness of its others, to
require the threat of the non-face, so as to institute and validate the transparency
apparatus underpinning its power structure.
Within this weave of faciality traits that create the territory’s boundaries for inclusion and
exclusion, the encounter with the face in the photograff is modulated by an attendant
mnemonic refrain of facelessness. The hope imminent in encountering these smiling
faces, however, suggests the territory’s openness, and art performs in this moment
‘before the caption’ as molecular interruption in the deviant-conformist binary of
republican faciality. The diversity and ordinariness of the human face, the transparent
[41]
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slowness of a gaze returned in an urban environment, all combine to engage, to move,
and perhaps even to provide relief – at the possibility of alterity – for the viewer. Why
does this happen? Perhaps it is because of the seeming movement towards an affective
relation between real bodies (that is, people facing one another, banlieusards, members
of the public in Paris) that gives rise to what Guattari calls an ‘ethico-aesthetic ’ paradigm
that is also ‘ethico-political’,[46] which is to say a paradigm that paves the way for
‘acceptance of the other, the acceptance of subjective pluralism.’[47] A relational and
relatable humanity hints at its emergence as the face in the photograph performs
contrapuntally with the refrains of the hood, the aggressive body, the burnt-out car, so
that the faces along the canal suggest an inflection where we might begin to think
‘transversally’ about personhood in the banlieues, ‘opening onto value systems… with
their social and cultural implications’.[48] Permitting a crossing between the resounding
intervals of ‘incidents’ and ‘racailles’ (rabble), these faces perform a smile of possibilities,
of other ways of thinking and being in the banlieues.[49]
Fig. 5. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
After the Caption: Renewing Faces, Facial Affect
In discovery, ‘after the caption’, we find another set of facial traits informing the tenor of
the banlieues’ refrain. Earlier unfoldings of hope, the tentative suggestion of a more
plural, human subjectivity coming into view, are tempered when the viewer reads the
captions and descriptions accompanying the exhibition, and explanations, production
procedures, commissions, titles and naming come into range as modulating refrains.
This material, accessible via the web and through interviews with the photographer, Ava
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du Parc, constructs another (inseparable) intonation that leans on discursivity. Themed
under the umbrella concept of ‘travail’ as the logical force gathering these faces together,
and hailed as transforming the transitioning post-industrial canal into ‘une œuvre d’art
monumentale’,[50] these hundreds of faces are grounded in the refrain of ‘work’ – the
virtue of each person either having worked or still working in the businesses, industries
and institutions bordering the canal. Reading this information, the viewer is driven to
reappraise any initial response to the faces. Certainly, this thematic gathering seems to
cause the face to move towards a singular subjectivity – opposing Guattari’s ‘pluralist
subjective’ paradigm for community – moving into a realm of re-assemblage under
another faciality trait, ‘travail’, with its particular socio-historical network of subjects and
signifiances, and its own particular, patrimonial weave for the French context. Another
refrain is also imminent upon discovering the exhibition’s title, ‘L’Ourcq Mon Amour’,
which prompts murmurings of an eminent cultural undercurrent: the title of the director
Alain Renais’s and the scenarist Marguerite Duras’s 1959 film, Hiroshima, Mon Amour. A
series of intertextual intensities is set into motion in this case, inviting us to see the time-
space of the canal in tandem with the film’s bio-political temporalities: time as a person-
to-person, intersubjective series of foldings back and forth between past and present,
worlds and bodies in the spaces in-between ‘before and after’. The refrain of history as
cycle of events:
Ecoute-moi, je sais encore, ça recommencera. […] L’asphalte brûlera. Un désordre
profond règnera. Une ville entière sera soulevée de terre et retombera en cendres.[51]
The burning city smouldering in the background, in imminence, just as this exhibition
suggests its portrayal of ‘l’évolution du canal de l’Ourcq qui change de visage’. It is the
changing face of place and the relationship of the human face to processes of renewal to
which I now turn.
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Fig. 6. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
‘After the caption’ the face in the street is inserted into further layers of composition,
then, that bring into play a series of what Guattari calls ‘complex refrains’[52] wherein
media orchestrate a non-determinative set of resonances between marks. In this
accumulation of affective refrains, the face is inserted once more into the republican
faciality regime: as stakeholder in the cultural, architectural and economic renewal of the
canal. And with this move begins an inexorable extension of intensities that fold back
into governmental renewal policy’s engagement in a politics of spatial affect, designed
explicitly with a view to ‘re-facing’ the suburbs and reterritorializing the Republic’s
‘badlands’.[53] We are returned once more to the mind’s eye image of the faces that are
not here – the faces who do not work, cannot work; the homeless, the disenfranchised,
those identities defined by their lack of conformity with legislative requirements, the
‘sans papiers’, the faces of women who wear a burqa – the faces present along the canal
are not the faces of the faceless, this is not fully the alternative, more human, face of the
banlieusard as initially hoped. After the caption, the faces vacillate and are made to
chime with the faciality regime of republican neoliberalism. In this regime, the face (with
‘work’ as its limit) comes to define the borders of exclusion in operation in processes of
suburban renewal – the face is not something with which everyone is possessed, that
everyone deserves. In the faciality regime, the face is not natural. Rather it constitutes a
constrained, but comforting, terrain that proliferates the normative logic of the power
structure.
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Fig. 7. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
For Deleuze and Guattari, the face is fundamental to a deep-rooted political geology (or
‘aborescence’) that produces a territory affirming the intention of its power structure:
Cette machine est dite de visagéité parce qu’elle est production sociale de visage, parce
qu’elle opère une visagéification de tout le corps, de ses entours et de ses objets, une
paysagéification de tous les mondes et milieux. […] Jamais le visage ne suppose un
signifiant ou un sujet préalables.[54]
It is not a question here of politics producing faces, but of the face producing politics,
affectively distributing the relation of the abstract machine to its subjects. In this
scenario, the faces along the canal reinforce the exclusion of a prevalent section of the
‘popular’ community resident in the banlieues. After the caption, then, we are dealing
with a multiple affective interpretive space that confronts the viewer not with the politics
of the face, but with a simultaneous political nexus from which a multiplicity of affective
relations is produced.
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Fig. 8. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
The entanglement of affect and aesthetics draws us away from essences towards the
messier question of our manner of approach, so that the question becomes, ‘not what
something is, but how it is – or, more precisely, how it affects, and how it is affected by,
other things’;[55] beyond the delimitations of its being towards the possibilities of itself
as act. The various refrains – smiling face, hooded face, working face – do not cancel
each other out, but rather modulate in accordance with the different political intensities
that seek to capture their meaning.
In this resonant field, it is not merely that those out of work are absent from the
photographs, these faces also work in tandem with the architectural and economic
composition of new orderly territories, with the putting to work of industrial ruins in the
service of the new tertiary economies, and the exploitation of the cheaper landmasses
on the fringes of the city which requires the transposition of their threat to a faciality
regime of civic cohesion and social function. In cultural terms, the French government’s
urban renewal policies of the last decade have been dominated by a discourse of mixité
sociale[56] and cultural ‘rehabilitation’,[57] wherein Jean-Louis Borloo’s simple equating
of bad housing with rioting (and better architecture with republican integration)
politicizes spatial affect:
Le gouvernement a lancé son plan Marshall. Il a fallu désenclaver les quartiers, casser les
barres d’immeubles qui isolaient les gens du reste de la ville, dynamiter et reconstruire
200 000 logements, bâtir 300 écoles, tracer de grandes avenues… Aujourd’hui, les gens
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vivent mieux et le plus important dans tout cela c’est qu’ils ont réintégré la
République.[58]
Fig. 9. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
The practices of the Borloo policy and the cultural programmes at work in the banlieues
rely heavily, then, on the visibility of new refrains. The primacy of architecture’s spatial
register, its ability to reconfigure the visible and integrate disparate parts of the city,
makes it a prominent metaphor for the governmentality of Republicanism. Mapping
spatial coherence onto social cohesiveness preserves the republican emphasis on social
solidarity, and discloses a sensible distribution wherein landscape assumes a
pedagogical efficacy; if we build coherence, the commons (our shared socio-political
space) will be coherent.
14/25
Fig. 10. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
One More Refrain: Tearing Faces
In this latest refrain, the faces along the canal resonated with the neoliberal politics
currently reworking images of the ‘popular’ classes that form so much a part of the
republican mythology of the peuple; the engaged citizen, the person whose private/public
delimitations fall into step with the legislative imagination. What they are most certainly
not is the faces of the unemployed people whose presence dominates the zones urbaines
sensibles (sensitive urban zones) to the north of the canal.[59] However, rather than
absence per se, we might talk about a ‘haunting’ that occurs after the caption; the unseen
faces evoked in the negative, as latency, lurking behind these working faces. With
refrains categories of presence and absence ‘after the caption’ are no longer discrete,
instead we are dealing with a ‘hauntology rather than an ontology’.[60] While the
sequencing of these complex refrains modulates the viewer’s affective response to the
face, the moments ‘before and after the caption’ are cumulative and vibrational, they
enable us to mark the interruptive moment while accounting ‘for the progressive
accentuation (plus/minus) of intensities, their incremental shimmer: the stretching of
process underway […]’[61]
This interruptive moment is particularly powerful in the case of street art, which in a very
material way makes itself vulnerable to the urban environment. As an emergent form of
public art it is constituent with the space of democracy and thus implicated in issues of
the ‘right to the city’, in questions surrounding the precise nature of the ‘public’, and in
concerns about identity and voice, belonging and non-belonging that are always at stake
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in public space.[62] After a few days on display, the faces along the Canal de L’Ourcq
began to show evidence of their exposure to the outdoors and, more importantly, to the
interventions of other, unknown viewers. In the first instance, ‘unofficial’ participants
posted self-made portraits alongside those ‘official’ posters printed in New York by JR’s
Inside Out project.[63] But where some participated to make, others intervened to
unmake, and the final refrain to emerge from these faces is, perhaps, that of the tear; a
number of these faces were torn by the unseen hands of other members of the public.
What is it that interpolates a person to tear at the face in the photograph in the street?
Does this tearing suggest a more latent interruption in the sensible? Is it a refusal to be
excluded from the meaning of public life or a rejection of the political and cultural
processes currently underway here, or both at once? If the face moves us to action, then
looking cannot be the only act it might configure, and we might consider the face as a
calling to gesture. And, if the face is inserted in the faciality regime coordinating the
limits of exclusion in the social body, might not the tear be understood as the dissensual
tearing away at that regime, with the banlieues as its locus of enunciation? Does the tear
suggest the immanence of ‘being-capable’?[64]
Fig. 11. L’Ourcq mon Amour, 2013. Photograph by Christophe Brachet, courtesy of Marie Morillion and
the Inside Out Project, New York.
I began this essay with an analysis of the face as a refrain in the case of street art in the
Paris banlieues. This allowed for an understanding of the affective terrains that art
enables, bringing into view the soft ‘hope’ that renewal processes seem to suggest in the
moment ‘before the caption’, and permitting a critical appraisal in the moment ‘after the
caption’ of processes of exclusion still at work in the faciality regime of republican
neoliberalism. However, paying attention to art on the street as a processual series of
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affective relations has a certain power beyond conclusion, and even beyond critique. It
suggests also the uncertain, ongoing mutability of personhood in the French Republic
and the possibility ‘to envision different formulas organizing social life.’[65] Behind the
smiling face, and outside of national politics, there is an ethical encounter at stake: the
encounter with the unemployed, the veiled, and the disenfranchised. The ethics of this
encounter is premised on the extent to which the uncertainty or, better, the possibility
for alternatives, which ‘the everyday infinity of affective powers’[66] suggests can be
accepted. A space, then, where the neoliberal conservatism that too often grounds
refrains of public life in discursive mechanisms of universalism is uprooted, torn at, and
new ways of being together in public might emerge.
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